Introduction
This case addresses for the first time the compatibility of section 75(1) of the Mental Health Act 1983 with Article 5(4) of the European Convention on Human Rights. The decision of the Court of Appeal was that the statutory duty of the Secretary of State to act quickly in referring a recalled patient's case to the Mental Health Review Tribunal, combined with the patient's right to challenge the lawfulness of his detention by way of judicial review, was sufficient to satisfy the requirements of Article 5(4). In response to a letter from Mr Rayner's solicitors, the Home Office wrote on 8 August 2005 that, due to an oversight, a referral to the tribunal was not made following the recall to hospital in June. The referral was made that same day.
The Facts
The tribunal arranged for the hearing of the reference to take place on 27 September 2005, but that date had to be vacated because of problems in providing the necessary reports in time. The hearing eventually took place on 28 October 2005, when the tribunal directed the deferred conditional discharge of Mr Rayner; because one of the conditions was only fulfilled on 12 January 2006, it was only on that date that he was discharged.
The Law
Where a conditionally discharged patient has been recalled, section 75(1) MHA requires the Secretary of State to refer his case to the tribunal within one month of the day on which he returns to hospital. Once the reference has been made, rule 29(cc) of the Mental Health Review Tribunal Rules 1983 requires a hearing to be fixed in the period between five and eight weeks after the date of the reference.
In this case, therefore, the Secretary of State was required to refer Mr Rayner's case to the tribunal before, at the latest, 14 July 2005.
Article 5(4) of the European Convention on Human Rights provides: "Everyone who is deprived of his liberty by arrest or detention shall be entitled to take proceedings by which the lawfulness of his detention shall be decided speedily by a court and his release ordered if the detention is not lawful."
In the Administrative Court, the case came before Holman J. He concluded that the legislative scheme was compatible with the European Convention on Human Rights. He held however that Mr Rayner's case should have been the subject of an "immediate" referral by the Secretary of State and that the Secretary of State's delay in referring the case was unlawful. Both the Secretary of State and Mr Rayner appealed.
At the appeal stage, it was conceded on behalf of Mr Rayner that the timescale for a reference in section 75 (1) is not incompatible with a patient's rights under Article 5(4) of the Convention; it does not prevent a prompt reference and a speedy decision by the tribunal, and the stipulation that the Secretary of State must act within a maximum of one month does not prevent him from acting with such promptness within that month as is required by Article 5(4).
However, it was argued that the absence of any statutory means by which a patient can make his own application to the tribunal after he has been recalled is incompatible with his Article 5(4) right to take proceedings by which the lawfulness of his detention shall be decided. Mr Rayner's cross-appeal therefore focused on the legislative requirement for dependence upon the Secretary of State to provide him with access to a court.
The Secretary of State conceded that on the facts of this case, he was in breach of Article 5(4) and of the duty under section 75(1), in that the reference was not made by him until 8 August 2005, which was almost two months after Mr Rayner's return to hospital with the status of a compulsory detainee. That delay meant that a speedy determination of the lawfulness of his detention was not achieved.
However, the Secretary of State challenged the way in which Holman J at first instance described the duty of referral under section 75(1). The judge spoke in terms of Article 5(4) requiring an "immediate reference" to the tribunal and stated that a case should be referred "at once" unless the circumstances of the applicant or his case positively required otherwise. The judge noted the evidence given on behalf of the Secretary of State that his normal practice was to refer within 72 hours of recall, in the light of which he found that in this case "the very last day upon which the Secretary of State could lawfully have referred the case was Monday 20 June".
The Decision (i) The Secretary of State's duty of referral
The period of one month within which the Secretary of State must refer a recalled patient's case to the tribunal (section 75(1)(a)) runs from the return of the patient to hospital, not the date of the recall. The need to comply with the obligation to refer cannot have come as a surprise to the Secretary of State, because it is he who issues the warrant of recall.
The requirement in Article 5(4) is that a court decision is obtained speedily, rather than that proceedings are started speedily; that is, the obligation relates to the period within which the proceedings are determined, and not the speed with which they are initiated. In theory, laxity at the referral stage could be vitiated by alacrity by the tribunal upon receipt of the reference.
The Secretary of State is not generally entitled to take the statutory maximum of one month before
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making a reference: a more energetic approach is required where the liberty of the subject is at stake, and, since a recalled patient has no direct right to apply to the tribunal himself, it is all the more important that the Secretary of State should act with despatch. It was the Secretary of State's practice to make a reference as soon as possible and normally within 72 hours; there would normally be no reason for him to take longer. Moreover, it is his duty to obtain without delay the necessary information as to the patient's return to hospital.
However, Holman J's use of the word 'immediate' to describe the reference required by Article 5(4) was incorrect: that interpretation of the word 'speedily' was not supported by the decisions of the Strasbourg Court, which has dealt with Article 5(4) issues on a case-by-case basis. The domestic courts should adopt the same approach, and should not prescribe quantified periods of time within which determination should be achieved; many factors, including delays by the patient and his representatives, could affect the timing of the hearing.
The test for the Secretary of State's duty to refer under section 75(1) was whether there was a failure to proceed with reasonable despatch, having regard to all the material circumstances. The test was as appropriate to the section 75(1) duty (i.e. to make the referral) as it was in respect of the timescale for determination.
On the facts, Holman J's conclusion that the reference should have been made by 20 June 2005, almost a week after the issue of the warrant, was correct. It was in any event conceded by the Secretary of state that he was in breach of Article 5(4) and section 75(1).
(
ii) The right to take proceedings
Keene LJ identified a recent shift of emphasis in the Strasbourg jurisprudence, towards a greater emphasis on the Article 5(4) requirement that a detained person should be able to take the initiative to start proceedings to challenge the lawfulness of the detention. For example, in Rakevich v Russia [2004] MHLR 37, despite there being a duty on the detaining hospital to make an application to a court for approval of the patient's detention, Article 5(4) was violated because the patient did not herself have the direct right to apply for her release (that is, to take proceedings as opposed to have them initiated on her behalf).
However, because in English domestic law there is a statutory mechanism requiring the state authorities to act quickly in getting the issue of the lawfulness of a detention before the courts (which duty may be enforced by the patient by way of judicial review), and because a detained patient, including a recalled patient, has the right to use judicial review or habeas corpus to mount a direct challenge to the lawfulness of his detention, Article 5(4) was not violated. Keene LJ added that the Administrative Court, on an application for judicial review or habeas corpus by a detained patient, could order the Secretary of State to discharge the patient on a conditional basis if it was appropriate. 2
Comment
The Secretary of State's position, that he could wait up to a month before making a reference, was unlikely to be accepted by the court. In R (C ) v Mental Health Review Tribunal [2002] 1 WLR 176, a successful challenge to an administrative practice whereby the Mental Health Review Tribunal would list every case after eight weeks, Lord Phillips MR stated it was not lawful to make no effort to see that the individual application is considered as soon as possible. It was therefore unsurprising that Keene LJ in
Section 75(1) of the Mental Health Act 1983 is compliant with Article 5(4) of the European Convention on Human Rights…just.
Rayner at paragraph 21 observed that the Secretary of State could not generally be entitled to wait for a month before making the referral and that the where the liberty of the subject is at stake, speediness requires a more rapid and energetic approach. On the other hand, the Court of Appeal did not accept the patient's submission (accepted by Holman J in the court below) that an immediate referral was required, and observed the distinction between "speedily" (in Article 5 (4)) and "promptly" (in Article 5 (3)), the latter importing a more exacting requirement of expedition. However, Holman J's finding that a referral should have been made within a week was upheld.
This case is reminiscent of R (SC) v (1) MHRT (2) It would perhaps be overly cynical to suggest that these are questions which will never be answered because the Court of Appeal's judgment in this case relied on a theoretically available direct right of access to the courts which, while convenient as an Article 5(4) compliant veneer, is never likely to be of practical use. After all, it is a first principle of the Convention that the protection it affords is practical and effective.
